SA Historical Newsletter May 2012  
Special focus on Deacons in the UCA
Steve Taylor has suggested adding a discussion guide at the end - a sort of "bible study" that a congregation could do to explore deacon in ministry. The Occasional Papers would be best to upload onto the web, but the plan at this time will be time have some print copies available at Assembly. 

Which UCA Deacons are up for a contribution? Deadline will be end of June, but earlier would be appreciated. Email direct to Sandy Boyce, sandyeboyce@gmail.com and put DUCA Occasional Papers in the subject so I can locate contributions easily (I’m overseas for the whole of June). 

The following content is what was in the UC SA Historical Society publication. 
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Editorial

In 2012, the Uniting Church in Australia celebrates twenty years since the first UCA Deacons were accredited. In South Australia, the first deaconesses to be accredited were Deaconess Jean Stirling and Deaconess Bill Harris at St Andrews, Glenelg on 21st February 1993.
The discussion of the renewal of the diaconate at the time of church union resonated with the expressed self-identity of the Uniting Church to orient its life towards participation in social and national affairs, and particularly to be with those ‘on the margins’, as articulated in the Statement to the Nation in 1977 on the inauguration of the UCA, and again in the Statement to the Nation in 1988 for the B[icentennial Year. This was a call to compassion and care, to service, education and advocacy. The renewal of the diaconate in 1991 provided an opportunity for Deacons to concretize the vision in ministry praxis. 

The UCA recognizes two expressions of ordained ministry: the ministry of the Minister of the Word and the ministry of Deacon. Each are mutually complementary ministries that correspond to the two modes in which the church lives as a gathered and a dispersed community. Each ministry is incomplete without elements of the other, for both are part of the one ministry of Christ. 
In SA in 2012, there are currently 33 Deacons, including 10 candidates. Placements include prison chaplaincy, hospital chaplaincy, community health, aged care chaplaincy, serving with international partners, community connections, the arts, sports ministry, cross-cultural ministry, working with Aboriginal people, mental health, leadership in welfare agencies, and congregational placements with a focus on diaconal ministry. 

Nationally, there are 185 Deacons and Deaconesses, including candidates, those in active ministry and those who have permanently retired. 
The papers and reflections in this edition of SA Historical Society news have been prepared by Deacons and Deacon candidates in South Australia. We offer the final word to a missiologist!  Together, these articles provide a snapshot of the history of the renewal of the diaconate in the UCA, and the ways diaconal ministry has unfolded in very diverse and sometimes surprising ways. Some articles explore the historical and missional nature of diaconal ministry and others are personal journeys. These papers also serve to celebrate the contribution of Deacons to the life of the UCA, to the wider community and with partners in mission, and may serve as a catalyst for pioneering diaconal ministries in the future. 
DUCA (SA) are grateful for the interest and support of the SA UCA Historical Society in producing this bumper edition with a focus on diaconal ministry in the UCA. 

Rev (Deac) Sandy Boyce

National Convener, Diakonia in the UCA (DUCA)

For more information on DUCA, check out www.diakonia.uniting.com.au
RECALLING A SHAKY START TO A RENEWED DIACONATE

THE INITIAL PHASE
The Sixth Assembly in 1991 made the historic step of renewing the diaconate endorsing the recommendations of the 1988 Task Group on Ministry in the Church. Within a short space of time, many deaconesses completed the intensive training requirements and were recognised as deacons. Most were deemed to have already been ordained as deaconesses, thus they were “accredited” as ordained ministers, serving as deacons. While placements may have been hard to come by at first, deacons were quickly establishing themselves in their ministry, according to the resolutions of the Sixth Assembly.

However, these resolutions, did not meet with universal approval. There was a strong backlash, particularly from several theologians and older Ministers of the Word. Many thought there had been insufficient time to reflect on the issues. What were the issues? First and probably foremost was an almost gut reaction against having one ordination with two accreditations. The second was to do with the lack of clarity surrounding the distinctiveness of the ordained ministries. The third was allowing deacons to preside at the Eucharist and fourth were implications for ecumenical relations, particularly authorising deacons to preside at Holy Communion.

In response to this backlash the Assembly Standing Committee charged the Assembly Doctrine Commission to develop a report on ordination and ministry to present to the next Assembly in 1994. A task group convened by Rev David Gill and included the Chairperson of the Commission, Rev Christiaan Mostert, ex-officio who was then a lecturer in theology at UTC.

THE DOCTRINE COMMISSION’S REPORT
When the report of the Task Group (“Ordination and Ministry in the Uniting Church” – hereinafter referred to as The Report) was first circulated prior to the Assembly it caused quite a stir, especially among newly ordained Deacons and supporters of the diaconate. What caused this stir? The following is drawn from personal memory and remnant notes, inevitably a biased précis. Is there any other basis for writing history?

The report reverberated with a popular movement at the time to use the doctrine of the trinity as an overarching model for mission and ministry. The Report held up three horizons for Ministry: the ultimate horizon being praise of the Triune God; the intermediate horizon being the church itself; the immediate horizon being Baptism which is the fundamental general commissioning for ministry given to all people from which may then flow a specific commissioning to an ordained ministry. A key phrase in The Report was that the church was an echo of the life of the trinity so that the purpose of the church is to energise and direct the church’s praise of the triune God in the world the ultimate horizon of all ministry.

The report attempted to move beyond two conflicting emphases surrounding ordination where those so set apart are placed in a special relation to others in the Christian community. These emphases are: the ontological understanding, epitomised in the catholic tradition, asserts that ordination somehow conveys a change in personhood for priests as if graced in a higher order (thus above the laity): and the functional view, characterised by our dissenting Protestant tradition, sees those ordained as if they are first among equals (still laity) but set apart to serve in various pastoral functions among local congregations. While affirming the functional understanding The Report questioned an absolute split between being and doing. The Report proposed that ordination best be understood primarily in a relational way, likening the ministry relationship to a marital relationship where both parties have a new status or standing; a status not ‘over’ but ‘within’ the community of faith.  The report went on to explore ministerial leadership in terms of guardianship and representation. It is worth noting that the report proposed that Ministers of the Word be called Presbyters as in the Church of South India, the Church of North India and elsewhere.
How did the report delineate the tasks of Presbyter and Deacon? To begin with, both ministries are as servants of the Word. In seeking to be flexible, The Report emphasised that each ministry had a particular orientation. The orientation of a Presbyter was within the gathered congregation. The orientation of a Deacon was in giving leadership in the church’s mission in the wider community. Here the report drew on an operational model of the local church based on the “Gathered – Scattered” metaphor which had been formulated in the “Life And Mission” studies of the World Council of Churches in the 1950s. It was deemed to be admirably suited for delineating ministerial roles of Deacon and Presbyter. The Report then proposed in some detail the relative roles of both ministries, which seemed to Deacons to be unduly rigid.

KEY STICKING POINTS
The Report made it quite clear that the Sixth Assembly erred at several points and argued that these needed to be redressed. These points were:

(1) The church was mistaken in talking of ordination being to “the ordained ministry”. Apart from being tautologous, ordination is properly meant to be a ministry of “something” i.e. to a specified function. “Ordained ministry” was a concept, which was too nebulous and could even be wrongly interpreted as conferring a special status in the church.

(2) Pursuant to this, was the use of the word “accreditation” which really upset in those who adhered to the traditional view of ordination? There was a strong non-acceptance of the word “accreditation” and what was presumed to arise from it in practice.

(3) The Report argued against Deacons being ordained to preside at the Eucharist. Presbyteries would grant such presidency as needed. Despite arguing for flexibility and the fact that presiding at this sacrament had already been a feature of diaconal ministry, taking away this role particularly alarmed Deacons.

(4) Some members of the Task Group were well known in ecumenical circles, so it was understandable that they were alarmed that a diaconate, which authorised eucharistic presidency would be hard for ecumenical partners to accept. 

DEACONS VOICE THEIR CONCERNS
From the beginning Deacons were bonded together through an association “Diakonia in the Uniting Church in Australia” (DUCA). As the alarm bells rang in response to the report, it was decided that Deacons should ask to meet with the Task Group in order to express their concerns. At the insistence of the Assembly Standing Committee, this request was granted. Two meetings were held. The first “delegation” was Bev Fabb and Jonathan Barker. The second was Jonathan Barker and Murray Muirhead. Our first meeting was quite confrontational the second more conciliatory!

In the first meeting we began by noting that no Deacons had been appointed to the Task Group, which seemed a serious error, given a widespread recognition that theology, for example, is always done from a personal perspective where one is influenced by historical, cultural and social factors. We felt that The Report epitomised “Theology from above” which invariably leads to abstraction. Our opening presentation led (naturally) to a defensive response by the Task Members. The members we met with were all male (although the original Task Group did include two women ministers of the Word) which we also dared to note. 

It has to be said that Bev and I as “lay” theologians, meeting with well-respected theologians and teachers in the Uniting Church felt like small guns against their artillery. However, we had ministry practice on our side and that was from where we came. Our starting point was that it still made more sense to see Christian ministry best grounded in the ministry of Jesus Christ. The use of the Trinity in our view, was far too abstract as a model for ministry. In contrast, the incarnational reality of the Jesus Christ event resonated with the practice of ministry among the hurting, disempowered and outcasts. Abandoning a Christocentric approach means it is all too easy to slip out of a ministry associated with a Jesus who could actually touch lepers. After all the Basis of Union was filled with Christological language. It was noted that there was scant use of any biblical references which we thought was highly unusual for a report to and on behalf of the Assembly. 
It was also our view that despite The Report espousing flexibility, its description of the roles of presbyter and deacon was in fact too rigid and institutionalised. Our times require maximum flexibility and entirely new forms of church are emerging. While the locus of diaconal ministry is in the wider community, it should never be so institutionalised as to be alienated from the gathered ecclesial community. The report had used the gathered-scattered metaphor too rigidly to delineate roles.  One limitation of this model is that it can become an either-or as to who actually belongs to the church. Deacons espouse more amorphous boundaries and promote inclusivity in a more expansive model of church as community. The Convener of the Task Group (David Gill) expressed some sympathy with our arguments but the rest were singularly unimpressed. 
We argued strongly in favour of Deacons continuing to preside at both Sacraments. This role was intrinsic to our call as Deacons. The heavenly banquet of the Kingdom is not to be “owned” by the institutional church. Those in our society who are truly marginalised have a place at the table. Deacons see a real link with their ministry with those on the edges of society and beyond the everyday life of formal established forms of the church. Deacons could already testify to newly emerged communities of faith, hope and love, where both word and sacrament were appropriately celebrated. 

We addressed our concerns regarding the mutuality of all ministries and the need to avoid a power struggle between Presbyters and Deacons. There was the ever-present danger of Deacons being marginalised if the common view was that Eucharistic presidency somehow was so special that by implication presbyters are the “real ministers”. As a matter of fact we did not argue our case on this score, even though we knew in our hearts that it was true. We based our arguments mainly on the practice of ministry among those outside the normal life of congregations, where in response to a diaconal ministry, new forms of Christian community were emerging, which in turn could be termed as Eucharistic communities. 

Regarding ecumenical concerns, we said that there were probably no precedents in the worldwide church for establishing a truly renewed diaconate the way the Uniting Church had. Was that really a problem? While other traditions may have permanent deacons, they are invariably within the framework of hierarchical institutions. The Uniting Church is strongly framed as a non-hierarchal body having a more consensual culture and a uniquely conciliar method of governance. Yes a diaconate, which is co-equal with Presbyters (the sure sign being both ordained to have Eucharistic presidency) would be problematic to other traditions, but that would in fact be a distinctive witness we would make to other churches. In this regard, the Uniting Church is a pioneer. After all, we pioneered having women in ordained ministry, much to the initial horror of some ecumenical partners! 
In contrast to our first confrontational meeting, the second was far more conciliatory. Murray Muirhead began by saying how much we affirmed in the report and the work of the Task Group. He listed the positive features of The Report. There was a visible sigh of relief, especially by Chris Mostert, who had had the impression (wrongly) that we could only find fault with The Report. Immediately our conferring became more consensual. We also gained the impression that we being taken more seriously by the Task Group. While, noting that The Report itself would still stand as it was, the Task Group welcomed the idea that an addendum be proposed to the Standing Committee, which allowed for a contrary views to be expressed, on the issues that concerned deacons. After conferring with Bev Fabb and Murray Muirhead, the statement titled The Renewed Diaconate is a Sacramental Ministry, was drafted which accompanied The Report (not as part of The Report) but authorised by the Assembly Standing Committee. 

THE ASSEMBLY AND THE AFTERMATH
The Seventh Assembly in Sydney was special in at least two ways. It was presided over by the first laywoman, Dr Jill Tabart and it was the first to use the consensus methodology in making resolutions. There was only one Deacon (myself) who had been elected as a member of the Assembly (from the former Mount Lofty Presbytery) and the burden was daunting for one for whom this was the first Assembly. It was of considerable relief that the Assembly allowed Rev Bev Fabb to be associated with the Assembly and to speak on the proposals. The proposals were introduced early in the agenda. I made a nervous speech which affirmed the one ordination position; cited the rationale in the addendum for retaining Eucharistic presidency; expressed the need to view ministries dynamically rather than institutionally; put the case for a truly renewed diaconate irrespective of the concerns of other church traditions; noted that we live in times when the church is more on the margins of society than it has ever been, requiring us to be bold in pioneering ways for the church to give witness in the wider Australian community. The speech was too long and consequently cut short despite an appeal for more time. Voices supporting The Report’s recommendations were then heard by the Assembly.

The next stage was discussion in small groups using the new consensus methodology. Each group used a diagram, which set the tone by having in the centre the words circled “Ordination should be to a specific ministry”. The results of all the group discussion indicated that the Assembly was divided three ways - accepting, rejecting or no consensus. On the floor of the Assembly, the big guns came out in force, especially lampooning the notion of two accreditations. Towards the end of the debate, Rev Robert Gribben noted that we had heard the theological, ecclesiological and ecumenical arguments against and that he capped these off with his liturgical arguments. It was clear that “one ordination” was dead in the water. A last ditch attempt to delay a decision on this issue proposed by Principal Ian Williams was defeated. However, the proposal to rescind “one ordination” and to have two ordinations was not passed by consensus, but by a slim majority (as I recall) using the old formal method of voting. The question of being ordained “for life” was conveniently ignored.

The groups were generally far more partial to affirming deacons as presiders at Holy Communion in the context of their ministry. The recommendation in The Report was not accepted, the resolution defeated by a clear majority in a formal vote. The one resolution, which gained a total consensus, was towards the very end of the Assembly, which affirmed the mutuality of both the ministry of the Word and the ministry of deacon. Unfortunately the term Presbyter was not accepted. Was this largely a veto by ministers of the Word who were strongly attached to their nomenclature?

IN HINDSIGHT

While I always had my own reservations about the term “accreditation” I still believe by resorting to two ordinations we lost something unique. As one who changed from being a Minister of the Word to Deacon in that twilight time of accreditation, I note that now two ordinations makes it almost impossible for ministers of the Word to change ministries. I know several MOWs who have confessed that they would have changed if it did not mean having to be ordained again. I understand that no one has anyone actually changed from MOW to Deacon since.

I vividly recall when I was ordained as a minister in the Congregational church; the ordination wording was “ordained to the Ministry of the Gospel in the Church of Jesus Christ”. Is this not what in essence both Deacon and Minister of the Word are ordained to be? It is not hard to then say, “to serve as a deacon (or) minister of the Word”. Maybe one day we may revisit this issue.

Deacons presiding at the Lord’s Supper have become commonplace for more than one reason. The testimony we made in our case with the Task Group, that new forms of church emerge beyond the more formal congregation, remains a powerful witness. Many Deacons serve as Chaplains and with Frontier Services in a whole variety of situations and Eucharistic presidency is part of what they do. However, we probably did not foresee that so many deacon placements are in fact with local congregations. Deacons are mostly then the sole Minister in Placement, and given their uniquely diaconal orientation to ministry and mission, would preside at both sacraments of baptism and communion. While resolutions supporting the mutuality of both ordained ministries are invariably agreed on “by consensus” in practice this same mutuality can be is denied. There have been Deacons who have had to stand their ground over and against Ministers of the Word who somehow still believe that they carry true authority. Personally, I have had the good fortune to share in ministry with a Minister of the Word in a large urban church where our ministries were truly co-equal and effectively reflected the orientation of each. 

Let me conclude with some observations from recent experience. I have served in three different Synods since 1994 and notice that the diaconate has quite a varied level of knowledge and acceptance across the nation. The excellent work that Deacons perform is often not well known. We are still a distinct minority, often having to advocate ourselves for placements that the church cannot institutionally imagine. It was clear from my experience on the NSW.ACT Synod Ministerial Placements Advisory Committee that placement profiles rarely envisioned Deacons playing a role in leading the church into the future whether the placement was with a congregation or with an agency such as UnitingCare. The fact is that diaconal ministry is so often just not in the frame of those who are responsible for placements. The exception may be when entirely new ministry opportunity emerges with a distinctly missional emphasis such as has happened recently in Goulburn, NSW. 

We also minister in times where we have to contend with changes, which we did not previously envision. In South Australia for example, the unified Presbytery/Synod appears to only espouse regional churches, which do not imagine diaconal ministry as an intrinsic function of all congregations. One problem is that “mission” is often conceived in purely individualistic terms (“to make disciples”), which is good as far as it goes but refrains from then asking, “disciples for what purpose?” The wider vision of serving the disempowered and the task of social transformation are invariably absent. Diaconal ministry is not included in the frame. Also the “senior pastor” model of ministry is the flavour of the times, justified as quoted to me recently by the impression that “team ministries” just do not work. (Of course it doesn’t if individualism is the norm!) This thinking may tempt some Ministers of the Word to think that they are vested with a special authority as “leaders” which places them “above” other ministries both ordained and lay.

The radical commitment to servant leadership, which characterises diaconal ministry, is a witness the church needs at large more than ever. I find it ironic that when the Uniting Church is in rapid decline and needs ways to refashion its mission in the wider community and diaconal pioneering could play a significant role in renewing the church for mission that the institutional church has still yet to fully discover the great gift and potentiality of diaconal ministry. But we are forever hopeful! 

It is great to see that in South Australia there are currently more Deacon candidates than ever. Is this because the current emphasis on “mission” still actually awakens people to serve where the church may be on the front line? Despite our shaky start, and these uncertain times, the divine spirit continues to call the church to live out the radical discipleship which Jesus calls forth in a world that longs for justice, peace, authentic spirituality and reconciliation.

Jonathan Barker

From Deaconess to Deacon



Rev (Deac) Jean Stirling


EARLY DAYS IN QUEENSLAND 

I recall a friend of my mother’s once saying, ‘I remember 30 years ago’. As a little girl, I thought she must have been old. Now I’m about to say, ‘Fifty years ago…’ (I must be ancient), I first felt ‘called’ to the Diaconate. At 21 I was not anxious to be a Deaconess, so ended up taking the secretarial job in the Church Office where the Minister thought I’d be of more use. 

Deaconesses had always been part of my growing up in the Central Methodist Mission in Ipswich. At one service, the Deaconess conducting it descended from the high pulpit three times – to sing in the choir, read the Scriptures and to take up the offering. I remember thinking, ‘I won’t do that if I become a Deaconess’, never dreaming I ever would. Another Deaconess, who had an atrocious voice, became a member of the choir. She was ‘planted’ to keep the peace between the choristers. My early experiences! 

In those days, Deaconesses from Queensland, as well as New South Wales, were trained with the lay people at the Methodist Training College and Bible School, Kangaroo Point. Rev Cyril Alcorn was the Principal with Rev Clive Krohn as Deputy in 1980/81. I was the first to be fully trained with the Ministers of the Word at Trinity Theological College, Brisbane in the early days of the Uniting Church. Much to my surprise, the College credited me with a year’s study, because I had already worked 17 years in the church as a secretary. I was the lone Deaconess in the College for those 2 years. My studies were basically the same as MoW candidates except I had assignments to suit my gifts. When trained, the early Deaconesses in Queensland were mainly sent to two of the churches in Townsville, some of the Missions and Albert Street in Brisbane, and the Mission in Ipswich. Others worked more like MoW’s in various churches, and many became Ministers of the Word when that was possible. If the Methodists, in Queensland, did not use their deaconesses well, the ones who returned to NSW were worse off as they were sent to very remote spots with no support. 

My first appointment was to Aitkenvale Uniting, Townsville, where 2 MoW’s and myself formed the team. From the beginning, I had always been interested in pastoral care so I became the visitor to the hospitals and aged care complexes of our area as well as working across the 5 congregations. On Sunday mornings I always participated in the liturgy with one of the MoWs. If it was communion Sunday, the Minister and I would take the communion to people who couldn’t attend, because of their infirmity, and I wouldn’t get home until at least 2pm – exhausted. I would then be required to be at the evening service, often taking part. I mainly preached once a month. 

The Minister, who was leader of the team, was most supportive and encouraging, urging me to take on some special aspect each year. The first year I organized training for the people who were already pastorally caring in the hospitals and homes, forming a close-knit team. The second year, because there was little opportunity of obtaining good music, my work was supporting such groups as the young ones in the band and singing group and the organist and the choir. The small choir even achieved singing a Cantata one Christmas. One parishioner had asked me what I felt about anointing. Frankly, I thought that belonged to the Anglicans and Roman Catholics. That year was spent writing leaflets, for the congregation, on different aspects of healing to having a lecturer from Trinity Theological College in Brisbane, who was very interested in the healing ministry, come to Aitkenvale for a week’s seminar. After all that, the parishioner was then anointed! My fourth and last year in Townsville saw me involving in helping to establish a home for homeless girls. Quite a story on its own. I had great training in my first appointment and positive experiences in the 2 teams of which I was a part in those years. 

MOVING TO SOUTH AUSTRALIA

It was the end of 1985 when I drove down to Adelaide to take up my second appointment at the Glenelg Uniting Church Parish. Again, there were 5 congregations and 3 in the Ministerial Team. They specifically called a Deaconess for the pastoral work they required, again across the Parish and in the hospitals and nursing homes. Glenelg was known as ‘God’s waiting room’, indicating the number of aged people living there. Having checked out what was available to them in the first year, I established a College for Seniors specifically to encourage older people to continue to learn. Our best French speaker was a 92 year old who had never spoken French in her life. No craft groups were included in such groups as such groups were already in existence. The College was well supported by the various church denominations in the area as well as the community generally. Now 26 years on, the College is stronger than ever, fulfilling its original purpose. Being a member of many community groups, along with people from the Parish, was part of my work at that time. 

A short time after arriving in South Australia Ruth Ramsay, one of a small group of Deaconesses here, decided to relinquish her role of regularly gathering the Deaconesses together for fellowship and support. Despite my protestations, the mantle fell on me. I led them for a number of years until, as a Deacon, Murray Muirhead took over. One of the great strengths of the diaconate is the way Deaconesses, and now Deacons, support each other. 

ACCREDITATION AS A DEACON

On 21st February, 1993, Bill Harris and I were accredited as Deacons at St Andrew’s Uniting Church, Glenelg. The previous July, the Assembly had finally accepted the Ministry of Deacon in the Uniting Church in Australia. That meant that men could now become part of this ministry. Despite urging not to by at least one of my prior colleagues, I applied to change from Deaconess to Deacon. I saw it as the way ahead, not just for me but for the church. It was positive that men could be part of it, as some MoWs I had known would have been far better Deacons but didn’t have the opportunity. As well, the mix of male and female working together is more enriching. There had been little guidance as to what areas Deaconesses could work in, and to me there was the possibility of more focus for the Ministry of Deacon. 

One of the things Deacons could now do was conduct Holy Communion services for those for whom they were pastorally caring. In the past, when I regularly conducted such services in nursing homes and hospitals, I had to have one of my MoW colleagues conduct it for me. It didn’t worry me as I saw it working in a complementary way. It’s how I’ve always viewed not only these two Ministries but the lay Ministry as well. We complement each other in working together in different ways. 

In my third appointment it became quite significant to be able to conduct the Holy Communion Service myself as I became the Co-ordinating Chaplain of Helping Hand Aged Care, Adelaide. The main centre, in North Adelaide, had a congregation of 70-80 strong each Sunday morning. I preached every second Sunday with retired Ministers participating to the delight of the residents who often knew them. Pastoral care to 6 complexes, as well as to staff and relatives, took a bit of organizing. Establishing and training ecumenical pastoral care teams was a constant work. 

CONCLUSION

I believe the diaconate is a treasure given to the Church, which has rarely appreciated it and never understood it. The Ministry of Deacon, as part of that treasure, has yet to be realized. God works in mysterious ways and while I believe the Church of the future will be more diaconal, Deacons, as usual, are in the forefront quietly leading them. Let’s not forget the Deaconesses who first had that vision and were faithful to their call. Congratulations Deacons on attaining twenty years – so far!

The Making of a Deaconess.  




Rev (Deac) Bill Harris

The question has often been asked, Deaconess? How on earth did you become a deaconess?  The beginnings go right back to the 1960’s when I was a telephone technician newly arrived in Tennant Creek. My lodging was provided by a Methodist minister and his wife in the AIM Welfare hut, which also served as the church for the United Church in North Australia. The notice board out the front carried the following message; “Services 9.30am Sunday except when the minister is absent on patrol.”

It was this that led me to offer to take some services. Sensing a call to ministry, the minister encouraged me to enter the Chapman Alexander Bible Institute at Wesley College and there I began studies and candidated for the Methodist ministry. In conjunction with theological studies, I was also enrolled in a new Group Work course at the South Australian Institute of Technology. This introduced me to politics, social welfare, and community group work and provided me with exposure to a wide variety of groups that responded to the needs of people in the wider community.

Secular studies took precedence over theological subjects, and the review at the end of second year led to the committee terminating my theological studies and advising me that I should seek some other ministry. Then began my search to discover the ministry I felt called to commit myself to. A ministry that offered opportunities to work with people who were not generally to be found within the local church.

Studies in Group Work and Residential Care pointed me towards employment in some sort of community work. But it was the vision of Rev Cliff Symonds, the SA Methodist Director of Christian Education, who brought this together in a full-time lay ministry position as a Parish Group Worker with the Marion United Parish. This was an  experimental position as a member of a ministry team, and was funded jointly by the Youth Department of the DCE and a government grant from the Department of Community Welfare.

What began as a focus on youth work gradually expanded to embrace group work for all ages. Youth work in the five churches in the parish, a senior citizens group in one of the churches, holiday programs for primary school children, a youth drop-in centre in a disused church, as well as other work with the Marion City Council and other community groups.

Other opportunities for lay ministry came in the years that followed and these came from employment with the Melbourne City Council as a recreation officer serving the high rise flats in Carlton, a community adviser with the Aboriginal Advisory Development Service of the Northern Synod on Goulburn Island (Warruwi Community), back in Tennant Creek as a Lay Pastor where I established the nursing home which is now operated by Frontier Services, and then as a chaplain/deputy principal at St Philips College with students from Coober Pedy to Boroloola and Birdsville to Halls Creek. 

It was as early as 1972 that I became aware that the Methodist General Conference had established a committee to look at a new ministry of deacon for men. They advised that they hoped their work might be completed by the following year, but Church Union interrupted that and at Union the best the three churches were able to agree to was that “The Uniting Church recognises that at the time of union many seek a renewal of the diaconate in which men and women offer their time and talents, representatively and on behalf of God’s people, in the service of mankind in the face of changing needs.”  (Basis of Union, Para 14c)  The ministry of male deacons remained an unresolved issue. 

The most important clause for men desiring to become deacons was the one which followed; “She  (the church) will so order her life that she remains open to the possibility that God may call men and women into such a renewed diaconate.”  This commitment led to further reports to Assembly, but each time a final decision was deferred while those opposed sought  further clarification on the form a renewed diaconate might take. In some cases there was active opposition to the idea, with support maintained for a single ordained ministry. 

Some of the strongest supporters of a renewed diaconate for men and women were deaconesses and they readily supported a resolution to the Assembly in 1982 that “In the event that this Assembly is not able to approve a renewed diaconate the ministry of deaconess be opened to men and women.”  It was the Legal Reference group that drew the attention of the President to the fact that men exercising this ministry would need to be known as ‘male deaconesses’ as the title deacon would require a change in the constitution.
The necessary changes to the constitution were eventually approved but not before the Northern Synod accepted me as a candidate for diaconal ministry and arranged for me to complete studies at Parkin-Wesley College. There he was the sole student training for diaconal ministry but continued to receive support from the Northern Synod and the Deaconess Fellowship in Victoria.

On the 5th February 1988, I became the first male in South Australia to be ‘duly qualified’ and set apart as a deaconess at a service of ordination conducted by the Presbytery of Fleurieu at the Wesley Warradale Uniting Church, one of the 5 churches where the journey had begun for me as a Parish Group Worker.  Then on 21st February 1993, at St Andrews, Glenelg, Jean Stirling and myself became the first deaconesses in the SA Synod to be accredited as Deacons and with it came a renewed interest in diaconal ministry.
My understanding of diaconal ministry and how it relates to community development was informed and assisted by two books which when they were published reflected the pioneering nature of a ministry which both served the church and the wider community. 

The first, “The Church and Community Development” (1972)
 by a minister in the Methodist church in South London, began with the invitation for the churches “to consider their work in relation to the theory and opportunities of community development; to study the implications for the training of clergy and laity; and to widen the provision of premises and personnel for the benefit of the whole community.” 
This was the first book I had seen which linked community development with the ministry of the church. Such concepts had never been mentioned in my time at theological college. 

In 1982, I discovered just one book on diaconal ministry in the Epworth bookshop: “The Servant Church, Diaconal ministry and the Episcopal Church”, by John E Booty
. It explored the nature of Servant Ministry and the need for an ordained diaconate.  The author identified the ordained deacon as one who is “thrust into a position of leadership and is acknowledged, on account of the solemn rite of ordination, as a leader who serves, enabling the diakonia of the whole church. He concludes: “The times in which we live call for adventure. The challenges facing the church in our time necessitate not one venture but many ventures in the renewal of the servant character of the people of God.” A vision which all deacons would commend to our church and particularly to those responsible for establishing opportunities for pioneer ministry.
I am now ‘retired’ after serving as a Region Mission Worker for the Adelaide North West Presbytery in the new housing areas of Salisbury, Elizabeth and Munno Parra, as Deputy and then Superintendent of Port Pirie Central Mission, as Minister to a combined Uniting and Church of Christ Congregation in the Seaford Ecumenical Mission, and finally as minister of Vermont UC where I pioneered new appointments for Christian Pastoral Support Workers in local primary schools. 

A call to diaconal ministry 



Rev (Deac) Sue Langhans
Sue is in placement at Ascot Community church, a socially and culturally diverse congregation

Someone or some time or some “God moment” influences our lives in many ways, though often we don’t realize it at the time. And so it was with a call to ministry for me, especially the call to serve the church as a Deacon. Some have been told not to go down that path because there aren’t any jobs; however, that for me omits the God-factor.

I was greatly influenced, probably more in retrospect, by the ministry of my aunt, Deaconess Phyl Bonython. Who couldn’t be influenced by such a legend of service to the church! So, after 5 years of saying “no” to God, and God having other ideas, and then after 5 years of theological study, my life had done a complete turn around.

Ordination for me was in January 1994, followed by the National UCA Assembly in the July. It turned out to be a significant year in my life as well as the life of the church. My memory of being asked to stand along with all the new “Deacons” of the Uniting Church, by the then President, Rev. Dr. D’Arcy Wood (then a South Australian) was a proud moment. As 15 of us stood, the whole Assembly applauded – loudly! It was humbling indeed to receive recognition of our ministry after years of work by many to reach that moment. 
In the early years there were only a few of us in South Australia. Some said that that would always be so, but I think God had other ideas. Our numbers have grown and I pray will continue to grow. We keep in touch with each other as we have a common bond that draws us together to serve God’s church in many and varied ways. No two Deacons are alike in their expression of ministry and that’s the exciting part.

As we celebrate our 20 years, these years seem long yet short in the life of the church. In changing times, our desire is to reach out into the community to show God’s love and care. As Deacons, we are right there ready to serve!

Chaplaincy in a multi-faith context


Rev (Deac) Angie Griffin

Andy Calder makes the following statement directed at issues arising out of a multicultural and multi-faith Australia but it has much to say to the context of diaconal ministry in the field of Chaplaincy: 

‘We may be tentative at times about the details of a particular faith and its 
practices or culture, but at the end of the day that is not as important as the 
gesture of being prepared to engage, ask the questions and listen to what would 
be most helpful and appropriate for the individual or family.’

Whilst I hold a half-time placement with a congregation as their Minister, I have also been working in Aged Care Chaplaincy for five years.  This latter context has given me insight into what I believe to be amongst the most isolated and marginalized groups in our community.  In addition, aged care is the site of daily encounters with people from a diversity of backgrounds, cultures, beliefs and faith.   I consider this one of the greatest joys and challenges of diaconal ministry in Chaplaincy.  

As a Chaplain I work under the banner of Uniting Communities Adelaide whose principles call for respect, non-judgmental attitudes, welcome, care, support, empowerment, honesty, justice and humility. My role is to pastorally care for residents, families and staff members in the form of personal interaction, ministry, presence and journeying.  Working with ageing and frail residents, I draw on resources and principles that affirm and support older people including the use of familiar symbols, language and rituals that relate to their identity both past and present; affirm their place in a society that at times does not value aged people; create space for the expression of grief, hurt and loss and the love of a God who is present and faithful.

In keeping with a diaconal ministry of caring, serving, encouraging and bridge building, I remain open to listen, hear and engage with diverse faiths and spiritualities so that each person can express purpose and meaning in ways that are meaningful to them.  My practice seeks to honour difference, diversity and otherness as part of relationship and community as an integral part of God.  No matter what the context, it is important that pastoral care is given with ‘sensitivity and respect for the recipients of care whilst maintaining the integrity of the carers.’

Diaconal ministry is an opportunity to stand alongside and with those on the edge of the wider community; share in their joys and struggles; give and receive and uphold Christian values and principles with respect for diversity and difference.  What a privilege and test it is!  

Diakonia and Cross-Cultural ministry
                  Rev (Deac) Christa Megaw
"Sonia" is a woman I met in Manila earlier this year.  She is about 40 years old, married to a taxi driver and mother to ten children.  She was working on the streets at night as a prostitute.  "Sonia" told me that she travelled 2 hours from her home to her workplace several nights a week and then home again in the mornings – just to make enough money to send her children to school. For me, "Sonia" portrays the plight of thousands of people, particularly women and children, who are living in poverty, in countries like the Philippines. 

I had been in Manila on an educational and challenging exposure trip with a group of seven young adults from Westbourne Park Uniting Church, connecting with our partner church, the United Church of Christ in the Philippines (UCCP). The partnership between the Uniting Church in South Australia and the UCCP - North Luzon Jurisdiction began over twenty years ago and is a mutually enriching one.  In South Australia we also have partnerships with churches in Papua, Thailand, South Korea, and Papua New Guinea. 

As a Uniting Church Deacon working in the International Mission area, I see one of my roles to be educating the churches in SA about our partner churches.  As well, educating people on justice issues, whether in our local communities in Australia or internationally, continues to be a key focus.

I am fortunate to be working with another Deacon, Rev Adam Tretheway. We stand in solidarity with those who are disadvantaged and oppressed in our partner churches and encourage our churches to pray, learn more about their situation and respond in meaningful ways.  Over the years, many Deacons have been called to either travel overseas on a mission placement or to work in their own state to educate our congregations, as well as enthusing and enabling them to explore what life and faith might mean in a different cultural setting. 

Uniting World, the development agency of the Uniting Church, has partnerships with 35 churches in Asia, Africa and the Pacific.  Most of these have been formed from our traditional links with the Presbyterian, Congregational and Methodist churches.  Prior to church union, many people from SA worked with Methodist churches in Papua New Guinea and some Pacific islands.  These people have continued to support these mission areas but as this group is ageing, this support base is declining.  However we are heartened that other groups and individuals are very interested in finding out about opportunities for serving overseas, on a short or long term basis.

As a Deacon, I appreciate the opportunities and challenges that International mission provides me, in being an advocate for disadvantaged people, an educator in raising awareness of justice issues and encouraging people to explore options for serving in one of our partner churches.

Diakonia and sports ministry



Karen Paull, Deacon candidate
A heart to engage with those less fortunate began in my teens, with a deep compassion for those who were suffering for a variety of reasons – from hunger, disease and exploitation to persecution for their faith, had led to my engagement with charities which served these people. However, I always wondered what I could do practically, to serve God and the world.

An opportunity presented itself with the invitation to help formulate and co-lead a mission trip to Thailand in 2003/4, involving our whole family as part of a team of 12. Long story, but this led to the development of a partnership between Parafield Gardens UC and 2 Christian groups in northern Thailand (via the support of Scott Litchfield who was in a UCA placement there at the time). The first partnership involved annual visits of teams from Parafield Gardens UC and a return visit of Thai friends in 2008. Both partnerships have been extremely rewarding and mutually beneficial and are ongoing. Working together cross-culturally to extend God’s kingdom sheds light on both our Christian and cultural assumptions, grows us personally and brings much joy through these relationships. It is a privilege to learn from those who minister daily to the very poor and disadvantaged, not to say challenging! 
God is leading me in a new direction – into pioneering ministry amongst those 85% of Australians who do not wish to connect with church as it is normally expressed. Many of those people actually have (or will have) a real spiritual search going on. I wondered how I could best be amongst them. An opportunity to serve as a Netball Chaplain amongst the very large netball community of Westbourne Park UC (currently 52 teams) emerged in 2011. God had arranged a good match with my interests! This role is unique in serving amongst such a large number of sports people at once, though there are quite a few sports chaplains in diverse sports across Australia and the world. Often they serve as Chaplains amongst the high profile teams, and usually as volunteers. The Australian Sports Chaplaincy association does a great job of training, accrediting and supporting their Chaplains.

As with all chaplaincy, it is largely about ‘being there’ and seeing what God does with that availability. A diversity of ways is emerging to connect with netballers and their families, some of them church-related, others not. Sometimes there is occasion to highlight the plight of the poor and offer the opportunity to respond (eg a fair trade chocolate party). 
I am looking forward to cooperating with God’s leading in whichever way God surprises me next!

Deacons and the arts



eDuard Helmbold, Deacon candidate
Each year, Adelaide comes alive in February and March as buskers, mono-cyclists and strangely dressed people (even by today's standards) flood the streets and pockets of Adelaide. Sitting in the Garden of Unearthly Delights on a balmy evening with my wife and a few friends, I felt very much at home with all the sights, smells and sounds. I reflected, “These are my people."

There is something deeply and overtly spiritual about the festivals, and the artistic community of Adelaide. Once a year, permission and space is given to these artists to come out of the woodwork and share their world with us. By giving them space to be, express and play, they offer safe places of enchantment for us to enjoy and be confronted by. 

As ‘Mad March’ finishes each year, it seems that the life and energy moves on. I have come to realize that the artists simply move back to the fringe of society.

As a Deacon, I see three specific ministries that we as church can engage in with Adelaide's artistic community. The first is to the artists in our church - creating space for them to be nurtured as artists, giving them space and permission to enchant as well as to challenge our views about life. 

The second area of ministry would be to offer hospitality to the artistic community of Adelaide whether inside or outside of the church, through learning to listen to their voices. Art is in many ways the pulse of our culture and community, and learning to listen will not only build bridges between the church and artists, but also the church and the community as a whole. 

And finally, it is through art and partnership with artists that the church can listen to the voice of other people in Adelaide that may otherwise be overlooked for most of the year. By giving space for artists to express themselves, we will not only engage in ministry on the edges and in the alleys of Adelaide, but the church will hear a voice that sounds remarkably like the One who calls us to follow.
Heart Warming Community - the Deacon as Bridge Builder 

Rev Coral (Cogs) Smith serves as 0.5 minister at Blackwood UC, working in the area of community outreach ministry

Home. The very word can evoke feelings of relationship, wholeness and sacredness.  We often search for a sense of “Godly home”, such as in the “Kingdom of God” or in the 23rd Psalm.

Community ministry is much more than programs to help people structure their time or give them something to do, or even provide social capital.  It is also about that striving to create a sense of ‘home’, about providing a space for relationship between diverse individuals, a space to find meaning. Perhaps even to find something beyond the mundane, which we simply call God.

Western churches can no longer assume that people will come in through the front door looking for a worshipping congregation. It may be said that the call of this generation of churches is to form wider community connections. So what might that look in practice – how can we invite people to gather and be community? 

The Deacon, in a community ministry role attached to a congregation, works to develop, encourage, and nurture volunteers, individuals, and groups who make up the ‘fringe’ of the church - those dispersed communities of people who aren’t necessarily attached to what is often seen as the ‘main event’ of worship on Sunday mornings.

There are several ways that community connections can be formed, for example: 

· Through people getting together with a common interest or purpose. These groups are like a ‘village well’, a gathering that brings people together for community and connection through whatever they have in common.

· Through an alternative form of worship in a time, place and format that suits the attendees and offers community with others in a similar life situation, giving valuable time together in a hurried world. 

· Through the offers of practical help or a listening ear for people “doing it tough”, providing a connection that breaks through the social isolation that surrounds many who are struggling for whatever reason.

· Through larger community events.  These can either be coordinated by the congregation or together with local community groups.  These events have the capacity to invite people in a non-threatening way to the inside church building or be something that takes the congregation beyond its own walls, and encourages disparate people to make connections together.

Many churches are striving to find new ways of reconnection and relationship with people, to developing and encouraging the ‘Kingdom of God’, and encouraging others to be ‘strangely warmed’ by Godly community.  For, it is only when we are in relationship with others that we can invite people to even consider the possibility of God. 

‘Hungry No More’ (HNM) 

Rev (Deac)Juleen Villis is in placement at Mt Barker Uniting Church with the HNM project
Hungry No More’ (HNM) began in Feb 2000 as a weekly free community meal aimed at building Christian community in response to people who were homeless, some who had just come out of prison, people who struggled with addictions often with associated mental health problems, and many of whom also came from fractured family situations. 
A member of our congregation had started visiting a nearby prison on a weekly basis in his retirement. He was concerned that there was nowhere for these men to go when they came out of prison and that they needed support from a Christian community. He had enlisted the help of some from the congregation in visiting prisoners’ families so relationships were already being made. At the same time the leadership team at Mt Barker UC decided we would like to start a coffee morning for caregivers of children who had recently been baptized in our church. We made arrangements for an Alpha course to start with a crèche, but the planned participants didn’t turn up: the prisoners’ families and friends we had been visiting came instead. It was from this very group that HNM was birthed. We had to be humble enough to give up our plans in favour of God’s and to be prepared to offer the gift of hospitality to people who are ‘not like us’. 
We learned some important lessons from our beginnings.  The relationships the church members already had in the community were the ones that were to guide us in the development of the HNM ministry - a very diaconal place to start. God was nudging us to befriend a group we wouldn’t naturally consider. We also needed to confront our own prejudices and fears, along with some of our theological beliefs that made it difficult for ‘the least of these’ to experience the love and grace of God, and for them to feel that there was a place for them in the church and in the lives of Christians. From the beginning we wanted to recognize that we were all on a journey of life and faith, all with gifts and skills to share, all weak in some way and strong in others. Therefore we aimed to foster friendships from which we could all learn. 

A number of principles have driven this ministry. Many were calling HNM an outreach, but - taking the way of servanthood to the poor - our HNM friends were to be given a central place in our church. They were to be given an opportunity to belong, before they were ever expected to believe.  This meant we were not to have an agenda that meant they were ‘used’ for our purposes of increasing numbers and membership. Their needs were recognized as important, and to be equally considered. We were to share power and authority as much as we were able. We realized as time went by that this would be a life-long challenge of personal transformation for us too. The HNM ministry has served as a bridge to community and faith in many ways. For people who have felt ‘shut out’ of churches, the invitation to a meal is a non-threatening way to foster relationships and to build trust. After 8 years, and at the request of the people, we started an informal church service, choosing to include a number of the HNM people in the leadership. 

HNM has also served as a bridge for the mainstream church people to have their long held prejudices and opinions challenged. I have found the role of educator as a Deacon has been fulfilled most effectively through helping the congregation navigate through a number of unfamiliar situations, rather than teaching from the pulpit (though that is important too). As we have worked our way through a number of issues, the culture in our church has gradually changed. 
Deacons….Caring for the Needy: a brief history 
Rev Naomi Rosenberg

Deacons have existed as long as the church has organised itself.  In the early church, they were mostly responsible for the wellbeing of the Christian community, caring for the sick and seeing that people had enough food.
 They were responsible for the finances of the community and oversight of the charity work of the church.  In all of this they were responsible to the bishops, being their eyes and ears, relating to the bishops the needs of the community.
  

In the medieval times the role of the deacon as service to the poor had gone but religious orders grew instead.  These included communities of women. Some of which took on the former early church, diaconal roles.  This included caring for the ill, the strangers and the needy.   These took the form of the early hospitals, and poorhouses. 
  

In the reformation period, the role of deacon was thoroughly based on service to the poor, as begging was to be banned from good Christian cities. 
 The role of deacon has developed very differently in the Modern Era, according to each denomination and the needs of the church as seen by their governing bodies. Many denominations saw the role of a deacon as one that was an assistant to the priest.
   

The Uniting church in Australia was made up of three previous denominations, all of whom had the diaconal order, namely ‘deaconesses’.  The deaconesses were essentially “a caring and chaplaincy ministry” and assisted the ministers of their congregations, if they worked in a congregational setting.
 The deaconesses were people who were naturally caring and nurturing people who ministered to the needy.

In 1991, the Uniting Church in Australia sought to” restore the centrality of diakonia”
 to the churches life so they decided to renew the Ministry of Deacon as an ordained position. Their mandate was and still is to work with the marginalised and outcast of Australian society.  They are to lead the whole church in calling people to serve others in Christ’s name. 
 

My Ministry as a Deacon.

As part of my ministry as an ordained deacon I have a strong pull towards caring for the senior members of our society, many of whom are marginalised from our society as they are housebound or in institutions due to illness and/or immobility. My role is to visit them and encourage others within the church to do likewise. Many of these elderly folk have been live-long participants of the church and really miss not being part of the life of the church. Regular visits is important, giving them the weekly newssheet and copies of taped services assists these people to not feel too isolated from their friends. At my current placement every two months we bring as many of these elderly folk to our church and give them an afternoon of entertainment, fellowship and nice food. It is called “the Girls Day Out.”

As regular church goers these people eagerly wait for the chance to receive Holy Communion so when I visit these folk in their homes or at their bedsides in hospital, or nursing  homes, I regularly offer this sacrament to them. In my last country placement, I took services on a monthly basis in a local nursing home and hostel whereby I and three helpers brought church to the residents. In my current hills placement I take four services a year. At all services I offered and continue to offer, Holy Communion to the residents. This is ”the most significant and meaningful way of them feeling that they are part of the Body of Christ”.
 

So like the early deacons and deaconesses I feel a strong call to care for the needy, especially those who are placed in marginalised situations due to their old age.
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Reflections on Diaconal Ministry



Rev (Deac) Adam Tretheway is serving 0.5 as SA Synod International Mission Officer, and 0.5 as community worker at Glenelg UC
My calling into diaconal ministry has been one very much of serving those living on the “jagged edge”.  To date, this has been lived out in the following contexts: Assisted Volunteer in Mission in Papua, Chaplain at Baxter Detention Centre – Port Augusta, mental health hospital and community based chaplaincy, international mission and congregational community outreach.

Over the last 10 years of ministry, it has been my vision for ministry to work in partnership with those living on the “jagged edge” through relationship building, trust, service, empowerment, compassion, love and advocacy, thereby working towards creating a society where all are equal, valued and accepted in a Christlike manner. This has led, prompted, prodded, challenged and inspired me, and will continue to do so into the future.

Working in a wide variety of ministry settings has placed me in the midst of people, cultures and communities from all walks of life where I have been humbled, inspired, challenged and at times saddened.  Each of my ministry placements has helped to shape my understanding of diaconal ministry and service, my understanding of God, and who I am and who I have become.

It has been a ministry of giving and receiving, caring and sharing, walking and journeying, rejoicing and crying and both finding threads of and being an agent of hope.

The distinctive characteristics of the diaconate have always remained an integral component of my ministry even though at times I have felt the priorities of the church seem to be very different from mine. The ministries I am called to often seem to be poorly supported and/or financially backed.  It has been concerning to both myself and those I am called to serve to see that when funding cutbacks and priorities need to be made, it is often the people on the margins of society who are most effected and who lose out at the end of the day. But aren’t these the very ones we are all called to serve, as clearly expressed through the gospels?

While the diaconate has come a long way over the years, perhaps it is essential to keep the ministry of the diaconate before the church. Even though ministry on the margins may not look glamorous or boost the church financially, we can recognise, acknowledge and affirm that the transforming power of God is indeed at work, and that seeds of faith and hope are being sown and people are turning to Christ.
How nursing has shaped my diaconal ministry
Frances Bartholomeusz, Deacon candidate

I started nursing when I was 16. I had a caring nature and my mother thought I would make a good registered nurse. My ability to build rapport with people was my strength and I realized whilst working in casualty the way listening to people’s story – their history - was vital to understanding their diagnosis and treating them appropriately. It also enabled a measure of healing, and I noticed how people seemed more relaxed, or brighter when they felt understood.

As a nurse, I noticed how, by listening, building rapport and collaborating with people, they felt empowered, and this enabled them to be participants in their own recovery. This approach also meant that people felt free to communicate their needs and either averted a crisis or allowed it to be dealt with in a timely manner.

As a nurse I learnt to listen and observe physical signs and their meanings and yet also look past the physical aspects, past the confrontation of physical deformities that people may have and connect with their personhood - their souls. This is what each person longs for and I believe by recognizing the spirit of Christ in each person, we affirm Scripture in Matthew 25:40 “what you do for the least of my people you do to me.“ 

Whilst working in intensive care, I learnt how I could be a channel of God’s healing love. I was particularly worried about a man I had nursed on the evening shift. I looked after him and kept him in my prayers  – and in the morning when I went to see him, he took my hand and said unexpectedly, “ you saved my life”. I puzzled over this for a long time. It was then that I realized he had experienced God’s healing power through me. I recognized that we are God’s hands, heart and feet on earth and we can learn to be healers as Jesus was a healer. 
These experiences have led me to Jesus’ healing ministry expressed in chaplaincy. I have been a hospital chaplain for 6 years now and more recently a chaplain at Adelaide Women’s Prison. The main focus of chaplaincy is recognizing the ministry of presence and personhood. As a Deacon, we bring our personhood alongside another – often a stranger and offer God’s unconditional love in a ministry of presence .We are present because we follow Jesus’ teachings of going out to the poor, the captive, marginalized, the vulnerable - often not knowing if we will be accepted or rejected. Therefore we stand in Jesus’ vulnerability and humility.  

Coming alongside a person wherever we find them and through a ministry of presence, acceptance, listening and compassion, we enable a person to tell their story. In telling their own story they are able to make their own connections and with encouragement recognize their own spiritual resources. This is an exciting part of chaplaincy.

Through listening to people we can also offer resources or make referrals to others who can help. In this way, people come to learn that God cares for them and that God has not forgotten them. Feelings of abandonment by God when people are suffering are often strong, so reassurance of God’s faithfulness often brings a source of strength and comfort when it is desperately needed. In this way I have noticed people naturally turn to God, though the love of Jesus in the power of the Holy Spirit. 

Jesus’ example - to live simply, to serve with humility, with compassion and justice amongst the poor and vulnerable - is the gospel message. In this way, the first will be last and the last will be first and the kingdom of God will come on earth. 
This is our hope and prayer! 
Diakonia and the mission of the church       Casey Lau, Deacon candidate

Deacons represent the church’s calling to be servants in the world in the midst of needs and suffering across the world, humanity and communities. Deacons bridge the church’s liturgical role in worship and that of service, diakonia, within and without the church in community exercising a ministry of love surpassing all physical and traditional boundaries.

All ministry should be ‘diaconal’ in nature. The true spirit of diakonia mandates a reorientation of church posture towards the suffering, oppressed, homeless, hungry and victims of injustice – leading humanity towards a full life.
 “The greatest test for every Church, local or worldwide, is whether her fellowship can help, and accept people in trouble”. Mission involves a ‘multi-faceted ministry of witness, service, justice, healing, reconciliation, liberation, peace, evangelism, fellowship, church planting and much more’.
 Without a rethink of a ‘diaconal’ focus “the church is locked in parochialism”, ‘isolationism’ and irrelevance.
 Church needs to breaks the ‘mould of Christendom’. 

Diaconal Ministry and Fresh Expressions 

- Deacons, pioneering and the mission of God

Rev Dr Steve Taylor, Director of Missiology, Post-graduate Coordinator, Uniting College
Fresh expressions are two words that capture something perhaps new and old, future and ancient.  Emerging from the United Kingdom, fresh expressions has been defined as  “a form of church for our changing culture established primarily for the benefit of people who are not yet members of any church. It will come into being through principles of listening, service, incarnational mission and making disciples. It will have the potential to become a mature expression of church shaped by the gospel and the enduring marks of the church and for its cultural context.”

Dimensions of this definition - like “the benefit of not yet members,” “listening,” “service,” “incarnational” - will likely resonate deeply with diaconal Ministry. However the definition of Fresh Expressions might also expose some tensions worth exploring.

Let me illustrate this with a story from my previous ministry context in New Zealand. In 2002 I travelled to Baptist Assembly (equivalent to a Uniting Church Synod). Walking toward the church building in which Assembly was occurring, a man approached to ask for charity. Thoughout the 3 days of the Assembly, I watched him approach other delegates. I watched, wondering what it meant for this local church to serve this man, in this world. 

A year later, in a totally unexpected chain of circumstances, I found myself minister of this very same church. During my first sermon, I shared this story and wondered about the shape of a ministry if God’s call came not from the Call Committee (equivalent to a Uniting Church JNC), but from this man, the “not yet member”, in his presenting request for charity.  

It began a rich journey in mission with the church, a journey with many facets, one of which was the planting of a number of Fresh expressions as multiple congregations within the one church. These were different groupings, established for the benefit of the not yet members - for questioning young adults, for the aged, for spiritual seekers, for the local residents like this man.

The ministry question raised in this story, and in the theology of Fresh expressions, is regarding the place of church in relation to God’s mission in the world today. 

Lesslie Newbigin has suggested that some Christians operate on the “Pilgrim’s Progress Model,” in which the church needs to flee from the “wicked” city. Newbigin juxtaposes this with the “Jonah Model,” in which Christians see themselves as being sent (chased even) by God into the city.
 

David Bosch suggests that neither model, alone, is healthy. Nor should one supplement the other. Rather, we need a third model. He locates this in Easter Friday, the way in which the cross is simultaneously a total identification with the world, yet a total separation of the cross from the world. "Jesus was never more worldly than on the cross ... Jesus never stood over against the world more clearly than here."
  

What Fresh Expressions does is locate that Easter Friday tension firmly in the church as visible. The affirmation that the church is for not-yet members, is a bringing together of the priority of both mission and church. Let me illustrate this by returning to my opening story. 

The “Pilgrim’s Progress Model” would invite the “wicked” man to join the church visible inside the building. The “Jonah Model” would send a lone pioneer to stand with the man on the street. The Fresh Expressions model would seek a team who will serve with the man, with a relational intention to facilitate community. It would look for the emergence of a fresh expression of church around the man, an expression of church that both identifies, yet separates.

As a newcomer to the Uniting Church (and thus liable to miss the full picture) at times Deacons seem to be an enactment of the Jonah Model.

The challenge - from the man outside the church and from the contemporary missiology of David Bosch - is to pursue a Fresh expressions model. This will involve a church-ministry model that in mission will be neither Pilgrim, nor Jonah, nor some sort of equilibrium. Rather, it will chose to dwell deeply in the tension, the simultaneous double movement, in which Jonah is Pilgrim, in which Pilgrim is Jonah, in which new communities, form as new expressions of church around the locus of our mission. 

This will not be for the sake of ecclesial survival. Rather it will be because of the pattern of  “the God made known in Jesus of Nazareth the One who gave His life for others” (Statement to the Nation, 1977), the One gifted at forming communities-in-mission around the mission of God. 
Such is one challenge of Fresh Expressions for Diaconal Ministry.
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